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ABSTRACT
This article examines the experiences of ethnic minority caregivers related to
young men in prison. Focussing on how parenting was shaped through
ethnic identity, we show that caregivers (especially mothers) developed a
strong protectionist stance towards their children – a response partly
conditioned by the pressures of crime and policing in their neighbourhoods.
Reflections on parenting also encompassed specific forms of cultural shame,
which were interpreted as responses to actual and perceived judgements
about parenting competence. The role of faith as a means of coping with the
ordeals of criminal justice contact was also identified. These findings are
examined through the literature on race and parenting in explaining the
consequences of crime and imprisonment in shaping family lives.
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Introduction
Since 2007, there has been an overall reduction in the rate of young people
incarcerated in England and Wales, although with an increasing proportion of
young people in prison from Black Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) back-
grounds (Ministry of Justice 2018). BAME youth now comprise 45 per cent of
the young offender prison population in England and Wales, concentrated
most heavily on Black African and Caribbean young men (Lammy 2017), but
with also with a prominent number of young Asian (Muslim) prisoners (Qasim
2018). Despite these ethnic disparities, there remains a scarcity of studies exam-
ining the consequences of the changing ethnic profile of the youth prison popu-
lation (with exceptions see Lammy 2017; Barn, Felizer, and Hardwick 2018).
Several reports have identified that young BAMEmen experience a range of pro-
blems in prison, ranging from tensions with prison staff, unfairness with reward
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schemes and less time out of their cells for association (Her Majesty’s Prison
Inspectorate 2017; Barn, Felizer, and Hardwick 2018). But the hardships do not
stop there, with the primary caregivers of young BAME men also experiencing
a range of difficulties resulting from their parental relationships – a journey
that typically takes places well before the prison sentence.
In this study, we explore how race contributes to understanding the lived
experience of BAME caregivers of young men (aged 15–21 years) imprisoned
in England. Our data focus on a sub-sample of BAME caregivers (n = 24), which
formed a part of a wider study examining the caregivers of young men in
prison. Data were captured through fieldwork in two large young offender
prison visiting centres and allowed us to closely examine the ways that care-
givers described their parenting relations within often difficult familial and
community contexts.
We assess the following themes. Firstly, we focus on the ways caregivers
reflected on their parenting when the young men initially became involved
in crime, with particular sensitivity to community and peer interactions. Sec-
ondly, we examine the effects of cultural shaming on caregivers as a result
of the young men going to prison, identifying some differences between
the BAME groups, particularly Black Caribbean/West African and South
Asian families. Thirdly, we describe how caregivers coped and demonstrated
resilience in the wake of the young men’s incarceration by drawing on the
power of religious faith. Although research examining the “collateral conse-
quences” of incarceration has acknowledged the significance of race in
family lives (e.g. Braman 2004; Christian 2005; Foster and Hagan 2009), com-
paratively few have addressed race through the lens of parenting. This ana-
lytic focus is an important agenda for future researchers to develop,
helping shed light on the wider politics of race and incarceration and how
these affect the everyday lives of primary caregivers.
The politics of race and parenting
Scholarship in the UK has predominately focussed on the social construction of
parenting through race (e.g. Reynolds 2003; Bauer 2018). Bauer (2018) has
argued that the Caribbeanmothers interviewed created their own distinct prac-
tices of what is considered to be a “good mother” in reaction to White Euro-
centric values. For Reynolds, Erel, and Kaptani (2018), many migrant mothers,
in particular those from the Caribbean now living in the UK, conceived of par-
enting as relying heavily on the use of extended families, friends and commu-
nity members. Elsewhere Black feminists in the USA, such as Crenshaw (1989)
and Collins (1990), have argued for a fundamental re-defining of what “good
motherhood” means. Black mothers have often been viewed as “valueless”,
with the stereotypical depiction of Black women as the domestic worker for
the White woman, i.e. “the mammy” (Collins 1990). Collins advocates the
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need to define Black motherhood as a form of “symbolic power” so that social
support can be a way of unifying Black women in the community to care for
others (referred to as “motherwork”).
Others argue that a combination of gender, race and class inform how Black
mothers conceive of their responsibilities to their children. For example, Elliott,
Powell, and Brenton (2015) critique the original literature on “intensive mother-
ing” (see Hays 1996; Nelson 2010) typically centred on middle-class White
women. According to Elliott, Powell, and Brenton (2015) for Black mothers,
“intensive mothering” describes the virtues of self-reliance, sacrifice and protec-
tion of their children as a key to their definitions of good motherhood. Albeit,
these same mothers also faced judgement from others regarding what they
were doing wrong as parents (see Elliott and Reid 2016). Further accounts
specifically among single parent mothers have sought to address how various
protectionist parenting practices can be orchestrated in response to risks to
the safety and welfare of their young Black adolescent children (see Elliott,
Brenton, and Powell 2017). Strict disciplinary practices can also be exhibited
by mothers in reaction to the pressures of exerting control over their children
in challenging community conditions marked by crime and related social pro-
blems (see Deater-Deckard et al. 1996; Arditti, Burton, and Neeves-Botelho
2010). Therefore, understandings of parenting should be carefully situated
within the structural conditions of parental lives, including contexts of poverty
and injustice, which pervade how parenting is performed and understood.
Alongside the infusion of poverty, injustice and marginality in the lives of
many families, especially those from BAME backgrounds, the impact of incar-
ceration can be a compounding feature besides these circumstances (see
Christian 2005). Unlike other examples of familial relationships, primary care-
givers’ experiences of parenting young men often involve an accumulation of
hardships. Incarceration is rarely an immediate event, but a process that
unfolds over time, with multiple episodes of police contact, court appearances
and other interactions with social control agencies taking place (e.g. social ser-
vices, youth offending teams) McCarthy and Adams (2018). Parenting is
heavily scrutinized and shaped by wider social judgements about compe-
tency and responsibility. Although mostly witnessed in predominantly
White samples of caregivers (see Condry 2007; Sturges and Hanrahan 2011),
assessing the politics of shame and parenting requires further evaluation of
the racialized contexts by which these internalized standards of parenting
performance are filtered.
Shame and parenting
Elliott and Aseltine (2013) argue that Black mothers in their sample often felt
blamed for problems occurring among their children. Therefore, it is important
to understand that for some Black mothers, shame can be a symptom of failure
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to meet societal expectations associated with “what a good mother” is. More
generally, the effects of crime can result in the offender and their families
facing numerous social sanctions. Condry (2007) identifies stigmatization to
be felt overwhelmingly amongwomen,who commonly face public condemna-
tion for their alleged contributions to the offences committed by their children.
The significance of race and cultural shaming, although not applied in Condry’s
work, also has a plausible connection with racialized experiences. In the USA,
research has shown that shaming has been situated historically in the
context of African-American communities as a form of “racialised shame”
(see Harry-Perry 2011), from slavery to Jim Crow to the current consequences
of mass incarceration (see Wacquant, Slater, and Pereira 2014).
According to Gilbert et al. (2007, 4) “shame can also be used to describe
phenomena at many different levels including internal self-experience, rela-
tional episodes and cultural practices for maintaining honour and prestige”.
There have been many debates concerning the intersection of race, gender
and shame, wherein the previous literature has explored the notion of
shame, gender and domestic violence involving BAME women. Cultural
shame has been an inherent response for women who have experienced inti-
mate partner violence in South Asian communities (see Gill 2004; McCleary-
Sills et al. 2017; Tonsing and Barn 2017). For example, Tonsing and Barn
(2017) argue that shame is associated with power, in which many participants
felt they could not confide in anyone about being a victim of domestic vio-
lence. Participants regarded shaming as associated with “being devalued
and dishonoured” (631). Intersections with gender and cultural shaming
have similarly been observed in the case of young Asian female offenders,
who face multiple forms of shame as a result of being criminally convicted
(see Toor 2009). Emphasis on the exclusionary aspects of cultural shaming
can be further conditioned by religion, as witnessed in the work of Abass,
Reeves, and Raikes (2016) in the case of Pakistani families of prisoners.
Overall, shaming can be seen to be multidimensional involving the cross-
cutting themes of race, class and gender. Research has begun to assess how
“cultural shaming” may differ across ethnic groups, with different historical
and cultural processes responsible for some of the differences observed. In
conjunction with the consideration of the extent to which shame is interna-
lized by parents, and the form this takes, the conditions of survival and
coping also feed into these social processes, especially when situated
during secondary incarceration.
Coping and survival in the context of secondary incarceration
Coping mechanisms are an important aspect for families of prisoners in
demonstrating capacities for resilience and overcoming (see Carlson and
Cervera 1991). Braman (2004) identified that African-American women
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experience considerable hardships when a male partner or a son goes to
prison, with few support networks to turn to. Faith and religion have com-
monly featured as ways by which ethnic minority families cope with the
effects of incarceration (see Hayes-Bautista 2013; Joon Jang and Johnson
2005; Abass, Reeves, and Raikes 2016). Barn (2006) argues that religion is
often aligned with reinforcing a “sense of morality” – used as an “authoritative
voice” for parents to discipline their children, as well as being used as a form of
escapism to manage and survive hardships. Elsewhere, Joon Jang and
Johnson (2005) argued that religion is a dominant coping mechanism
amongst African-American women, with similar findings observed in the
case of Latin populations (see Hayes-Bautista 2013).
The use of faith and religion as a source of coping and survival during the
period of a close relative’s incarceration is likely conditioned not only by race
but also by the more general absence of support received by prisoners’
families, i.e. organized support offered by the state, as well as the support
organized within communities. Faith and religion may have important
“meaning making” functions for families in the wake of adversity (see Mattis
2002; Taylor, Chatters, and Levin 2003), helping relieve stress and anxiety in
some cases. Similar understandings have been seen among Black mothers
with children killed by gun violence (see Bailey et al. 2013). Here, recourse
to spirituality was commonplace, with respondents granting control to God
in their capacities to overcome their loss, such as through their vision of
their situation as “God’s plan”. It is important to note, however, that despite
the use of spirituality as a source of meaning, formal religious observance
such as attending worship was rare (see also Sharpe and Boyas 2011).
Methods
The article draws from a study focussing on the lives of caregivers affected by
imprisonment, drawing on fieldwork that took place in two young offender
establishments in England and Wales (for extended methodological discus-
sion, see McCarthy and Adams (2018)). The main objective of the study is to
find out what it means to be a primary caregiver of a young man in prison,
including reflections on the history of the relationship over time, social
impacts on caregivers (such as stigma, physical and mental health, isolation),
as well as whether, and how, relationships had changed as a result of the sep-
aration induced by imprisonment.
Our investigation began by administering a short questionnaire in the visit-
ing centres of the two prisons. Here, visitors would wait for approximately
20 min before being called to their visit by prison staff. Because of the short
possible time frame for completion, the questionnaire was designed to be
short and simple, capturing basic information about the demographics of visi-
tors (age band, ethnicity, gender and nature of relation to the prisoner), travel
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time to the prison, as well as some details about the quality of relations with the
prisoners. We captured 2141 questionnaires, where after completion, we
included further information to ask whether the respondents would be
willing to take part in a qualitative interview, fixed at a different time/date.
Those participants who expressed an interest in taking part were sent further
details about the study by a member of the research team before deciding
to participate (including consent forms and participant information sheets).
Following the participants’ declaration of interest to take part in the study,
an interview was arranged at a neutral location, or in situations where travel
was a problem for participants, a telephone interview was conducted
instead. Interviews were conducted in English by a member of the research
team, each lasting approximately 60 min. In total, we conducted 61 qualitative
interviews through this method of recruitment. Caregivers were all asked
similar questions: about the history of the child’s involvement in crime,
context of parenting relations, the overall quality of relationships, family ties
before and after prison and specific social impacts of caregiver lives arising
from the parenting of the youngmen. To protect their anonymity, pseudonyms
are used for all caregivers, with other distinguishingdetails altered. A full ethical
review of the study took place, with a favourable verdict given.
In this paper, we focus on the qualitative interview component of the
study. Transcripts were coded line by line, after which a finer synthesis of
graduated themes was developed. Data were analysed using the qualitative
software package, Nvivo, which allowed us to compare patterns and differ-
ences across the sample with greater ease. With particular relevance to this
paper, we re-analysed the BAME sample to identify any unique properties
compared with our White sample. Throughout the analysis, we highlight simi-
larities and differences between ethnic groups.
Of the Black and minority ethnic interviewees, we found most were Black
(West African and Caribbean descent) (n = 12) or south Asian (mostly from
Pakistan) (n = 9)2. Sixteen of twenty-four of the sample were mothers, three
were fathers, with the rest comprising older siblings or wider relatives such
as uncles/aunts. Many of our wider samples were experiencing several
social and psychological challenges as a consequence of being a caregiver,
and our BAME sample members were nearly all experiencing similar issues.
Yet, in this paper, we highlight certain factors that made the experience of
being a BAME caregiver unique.
Findings
Parenting young men in the context of racialized (in) justice
Caregivers spoke about the challenges faced in trying to prevent the young
men from becoming caught up in the criminal justice system. They described
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repeated efforts to provide care and support, while at the same time con-
demning criminal activities. Routine interactions with the police were a
common part of the experience of many of the young men, especially
those from Caribbean and West African ethnic backgrounds. Caregivers
cited protecting their children from the police during instances where
arrests or searches of their properties took place:
My first reaction was to protect my son because I knew it was the Police and
you’re expecting like maybe one or two and you look and it’s all going you
know what I mean? And when the Police came in they automatically separated
us in one room. He was in another room and because I’m so close to my son I just
wanted him with me, so even though what he did was wrong I wanted him
beside me. (Hilary, Black Mother)
Having brought her son up for many years as a lone parent, Hilary positions
her role as a mother and defender of her son, despite the crime committed.
Such a context of parenting was, at times, marred by significant discord
and physical conflict between the young men and their mothers. This was
made even more challenging by the routine intervention of the police in
the lives of these families. Some studies have found Black mothers to be
proactive in protecting their sons through, for example, paying close attention
to who their friends are (see Elliott, Powell, and Brenton 2015, 2017). Shanice’s
account is a good representation of these challenges of parenting, having
developed a close bond with her son all the way through childhood.
However, her son’s increasing contact with peers in the neighbourhood
began to create a new set of problems:
My son happened to have a phone which was reported stolen. That would have
been two years ago. Then it escalated into more situations where the police
would come round… They would search his room. It put a lot of stress on every-
one. The constant worry and police coming round and knocking at all hours… .
It left me in a point that I was so depressed and so low…We started to become
distant as well. No matter what I was doing it would not make a difference.
(Shanice, Black Mother)
Like Shanice, routine police intrusion into family life intensified the pressure of
parenting, with successive attempts to control her son having failed. Her frus-
tration with her son was not, however, mirrored by any negative attitudes
towards the police. Significantly, among the Black (Caribbean and African)
sample, while examples of criticizing the police for heavy-handed responses
to the young men did occur, references were infrequent. Instead, caregivers
placed more responsibility on the young men to avoid any potential
trouble and drew on their own capacities as parents as ultimately responsible
for their welfare and life outcomes.
Faith, for example, had faced numerous challenges to control her son fol-
lowing his involvement in crime among peers in the local community. Mindful
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of wanting her son to spend more time indoors to study and avoid further
involvement in crime, she implemented a stricter set of “house rules”. Unfor-
tunately, these rules had also brought resistance from her son:
He said our rules are too tight and don’t allow him to stay out late. His friends are
allowed out, and brought stuff when they are bad. So, I was trying to say to him,
each to their own – different house, different rules… He had to be in at a certain
time. He was meant to be studying. What we were trying to say is that you don’t
respect the rules when you feel like. The day that he left he was on bail. He knew
that he was breaching bail but didn’t care. (Faith, Black Mother)
In similar ways as the African American mothers examined in the study by
Elliott, Powell, and Brenton (2015), the efforts by some of the caregivers to
instil strict house rules were framed around not only the enforcement of posi-
tive opportunities for their children (e.g. education) but also protection from
negative outside influences in the community. These efforts to display various
markers of what Elliott, Powell, and Brenton (2015) refer to as “intensive
mothering”were, for the most part, articulated through a sense of self-respon-
sibility. However, such responsibility did come under challenge in certain
cases where caregivers were born overseas but brought up their children in
the UK. Both caregivers explained struggles with reconciling their own
upbringing, with their perceived need to conform to standards of parenting
induced by living in the UK:
My friends they say “send him back home. He will learn the hard value” you
know? Respect, family, work ethic, discipline. It’s over. They used to love to go
back home, but not anymore. The lack of integration into other culture makes
it hard for those children to behave. We have created a ghetto culture…My
father would kick me – you know proper discipline. But they [children] were
born British, not like me. There was a kind of clash of culture. I think a more
open society, more free. (Ismael, South Asian Father)
Because growing up in the city because when they grow up, you know, children,
when they are here they are rude… there are different cultures… It’s not like in
Africa, us parents they have to tell them what to do, it’s different, you know. I feel
like I missed something which I didn’t give the correct education I felt sad
because my son doesn’t deserve to be there, as a family I feel ashamed
myself. I feel like I missed something which I didn’t give the correct education
I was supposed to give to my son, I blame myself for that. (Imani, Black Mother)
As both Ismael and Imani demonstrate during their accounts, the perceived
absence of good morals and discipline in the UK inflicts a negative
influence on their children, and thus parenting also. Living in the UK was
regarded as a “land of temptations” for their children, where besides the cul-
tural struggles to enforce their own traditions and standards of parenting,
placed considerable pressures on parents. References to physical discipline
were used at times, such as Ismael above, to indicate possible solutions to
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the behaviour of the young men. Yet, these were not universal, and especially
rare among mothers. The latter more commonly internalized blame as shame
for these situations and felt frustrated in attempting to halt the young men’s
offending.
Cultural shaming
BAME mothers’ experiences of shame tended to be understood more through
their race and religion compared with our White sample. Different forms of
cultural shame were witnessed among Caribbean/West African and South
Asian Muslim mothers. The forms of shame among Caribbean and West
African mothers were also subtly intertwined with poverty and racism (see
Braman 2004), which led to feelings of self-blame regarding the outcome of
their children’s criminal involvement. In some instances, this occurred
because of condemnation within families, directed mostly at mothers:
Well, one, a couple of members of the family have asked me directly which I
think I took offence to what did I do that I shouldn’t have done when he was
younger and do I, what was it, what, where do I think it all went wrong and
do you think you could have done things differently and I get the feeling that
I always say, you know, I would never put my hands on my heart for a child
because I know what I was like when I was a young person growing up bit it’s
almost like you don’t, people just don’t think it could happen to them so now
I don’t have conversations about him at all with them. (Amanda, Black Mother)
Similar to Amanda, we also identified other cases whereby mothers were
judged by members of their own family. Shanice, for example, experienced
extreme shame as a result of her son’s arrest, during which her family
members argued the absence of a “father figure”, was responsible for her
son’s “bad behaviour”. Like Shanice, among our Black sample, being judged
by members of their own family also featured as examples of “cultural
shaming’:
Initially by my family I was [judged]. My mum “in my day”, I heard that. “look at
me, I was stressed with you and you were fine”. My mum’s father said, “well it
must be you”. I would actually say that two of the friends I had then would
also say that like “well why are you in those parenting classes? You only go to
parenting classes because you are a bad parent”. (Megan, Black Mother)
Like Shanice, Megan too experienced a breakdown in her relationship with
her partner because of the strains induced by her son’s offending. Rather
than family and friends coming together as a mutual mode of support for
mothers, it was more common to see further tensions and blame being
placed on mothers. Whilst this did occur among some of our White sample,
the underlying implication was that being a “strong responsible (nlack)
mother” had a precarious side – a tool of blame, rather than always a virtuous
identity as implied within discourses of “intensive mothering”.
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Shame was not solely associated with lower socioeconomic status, with
more middle-class Black mothers also referring to similar experiences.
Michaela, a middle-class Black mother, described feelings of shame and
embarrassment derived from what she saw as her son not accumulating, or
wanting to accumulate, the cultural and social capital that she had sought
to invest in through sending him to a good school outside of the area:
Because I work for a business, so, you know, they all talk about their – some of
them do – talk about their kids or “He’s at uni” or… you know, and a lot of them
are public school types. So, you know, you feel a bit ashamed to say, “Oh yeah,
my son’s in prison.”… Because I’m quite a bubbly sort of person and if I’m quiet
people know something’s wrong, you know, and some of the girls that I do go to
lunch with and things like that knew something was up, and we always tell each
other quite a lot of things so I… They’re always talking about him anyway, I
always talked about him, even before, and I told the girls that I’m close to
and, yeah, they couldn’t believe it either. And I was saying, yeah, how
ashamed I felt and they all said to me, “You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of
really.” They’re being supportive, all the people that know about it, all my
friends, yeah, which is good to know. Yeah, all the people say, “You’ve got
nothing to be ashamed of,” but it isn’t very nice though, you still feel responsible,
him being your child and all that. (Michaela, Black Mother)
Despite the level of investment in her son to give him the best start in life,
Michaela projected her disappointment on her son going to prison. As a
mother in a comparably good position of having access to social support
from her colleagues, the failure of her son to conform to the pathway
shared by other parents in her friendship group was a major disappointment
for Michaela, illustrating how shame transcended class. Further located in the
context of “intensive mothering” referred to in the previous section, our black
sample experienced shame prominently because of making, at times, sub-
stantial efforts to steer children away from crime.
For South Asian families, experiences of cultural shaming tended to occur
due to conflicts with traditional cultural and religious norms. This has been
prominent for South Asian mothers with many who experienced being an
outcast to their communities (see Tonsing and Barn 2017). While with our
black sample, it was less common to see ethnic identity being directly referred
to, and this was not the case with our South Asian sample. For South Asian
caregivers, their accounts illustrated how their Asian identity was regarded
as a barrier in coming to terms with the young men being in prison (see
Abass, Reeves, and Raikes 2016).
You know if you’re from the Asian side and I am, I feel like with the ethnic min-
orities they’re a bit ashamed. That’s the biggest negative. They don’t want to get
the help. They just brush it off and say “we’ll get over it”. I feel like in my own
situation there may be people out there to cover other people’s circumstances,
but not me. There may be some help, but everything I’ve done so far has come
from me. (Zainab, South Asian Older sister/main caregiver)
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Because in Asia they see that [crime] as really bad, really, really bad, you know,
there’s so many like…“Well you’re criminals, you’re all in on it,” that’s the way
they see it. It’s quite a shame. (Tazmin, South Asian, Mother)
In the case of Zainab and Tazmin, the focus on feeling ashamed resulted in her
avoiding those within close social networks for fears of her family being further
judged (Zainab) or otherwise compounding how entire families are judged
within their ethnic communities (Tazmin). These judgments also extended
deeply when considering mothers. Amira discusses that shame was projected
on her after the break-up of her marriage, which like Zainab and Tazmin
impacted on her familial and community networks. In addition, Amira spoke
about feeling like a “failed parent” after her son offended for the first time.
Back in the 1990s, there was a lot of stigma and there was no Asian Muslim
single mums. I felt like I was a bit of an outcast. My parents disowned me for
leaving my husband who was violent. To this day they don’t talk to me. From
then they’ve disowned me. Most of my family has disowned me because I
decided to leave him… .
She continued:
Well the first time he offended I felt like not only did he letmedown, he let himself
down. I felt like I failed as a parent. I felt like I thoughtwe had such a good relation-
ship, he wouldn’t do anything like that. He wouldn’t want his mum… he keeps
telling me mum you’re a Muslim lady. (Amira, South Asian, Mother)
Amira described her feeling of isolation within her community due to having
to survive as a single parent, bringing up her son without his father. So, for
Amira, the double dose of social exclusion she experienced was induced by
community perceptions about her status as a single Muslim mother with a
son in prison – a status position that she regarded elsewhere in the interview
as playing a significant role in her social isolation and lack of support from
others in her neighbourhood, including from members of her own family.
Overall, we argue that shame was manifest in ideas of race and religion.
Caregivers commonly experienced twin forms of shame. Thus, on the one
hand, this emanated from the young men in prison, yet on the other hand,
shame ignited anxieties about “good motherhood” (and at times, albeit less
commonly, fatherhood also) and the perceived failure to conform to these
expectations. Our final theme focuses on the ways through which BAME care-
givers coped with young men being sent to prison. This centres on the role of
faith and religion as coping mechanisms and sources of meaning following
the impact of the crimes committed by the young men.
Coming to terms with incarceration: the role of faith and coping
Coping mechanisms are important factors supporting how family members
come to terms with a relative going to prison (see Carlson and Cervera
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1991), with coping often attuned to faith when considered among ethnic min-
ority families. Faith has long played an important role for many of those from
ethnic minority background as a means of surviving injustices or oppression
(see Hayes-Bautista 2013; Abass, Reeves, and Raikes 2016). Compared with
the White sample, BAME caregivers often spoke about their identity that
was instilled through cultural and religious values, strongly evidenced by
many families who originated from South Asia and West Africa. Faith was
regarded as a key source of meaning, providing a set of spiritual explanations
for the young men’s pathway into crime and prison. Caregivers were more
likely to refer to prayer and spiritual explanations, rather than formal religious
worship as sources of coping and meaning making. In addition, many parents
spoke about faith as being inherent to their racial identity (see Barn 2006):
In a way ‘cause now sometimes I’m happy, sometimes I’m sad. If I’m onmy own I
am so sad, I’m thinking because seems there is no tomorrow, I am going to see
my son out. But the only thing, because I believe in God, I pray if he’s there god
knows why. God knows why… Because I believe in God, only one can do every-
thing. Our plan is God plan. God knows everything. I keep asking myself a ques-
tion but the only person who knows the answer is God. (Imani, Black Mother)
I mean, I’m not a religious person as such but, yeah, I do believe in God and I do
believe my whole family believes in God. But it’s something that we’re brought
up with and we always have hope in God. And everything happens for a reason
and that’s how we see it and we deal with it in a positive way, so we control the
emotional side of it. (Abdul, South Asian Father)
We show that race and religion are interlinked as coping mechanisms (see
Joon Jang and Johnson 2005; Abass, Reeves, and Raikes 2016). For example,
Imani discusses the importance of praying to cope with her sadness about
her son’s incarceration. She framed her experience as “God’s plan”. This sym-
bolic reference indicates a source of hope with respect to her son being impri-
soned. Abdul admitted that they were not religious as a family but were
connected to faith because of their racial identity. Similarly, this was also
noted by Oprah, who discussed the importance of being a pro-active
parent and spoke about the importance of using religion as a form of coping.
No, because having strong faith is an amazing thing for me because what it
does… I pour out my heart… it’s almost like an emptying and you feel a
relief and you feel better after, and so you’re not going to work with this
whole burden, it’s there but it’s not there in a way that you can’t cope. It
doesn’t crush you to the point where you can’t cope, and when I read my
Bible, I get refreshment from that… . (Oprah, Black Mother)
Oprah discussed that practicing religion, i.e. reading the bible, had enabled
her to resist the additional pressures of having a son in prison. The use of
faith as a means of managing the emotional ordeal of confronting a child
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in prison was significant for our sample of BAME caregivers. The use of
expressions such as “our plan is God plan” (Imani) and “everything happens
for a reason” (Abdul) play an important part in the meaning making, which
caregivers develop in the wake of incarceration. In more instrumental
forms, faith also offers emotional comfort, helping some caregivers to gain
control of their own lives through the ability to offload and gain solace
from their belief systems (e.g. “it’s almost like an emptying and you feel a
relief and you feel better after” – Oprah). Faith was usually seen as a personal
source of meaning, rather than a facilitator of support from members of the
religious congregation, for example. In other words, faith was a means of
reflection and coping during difficult times but restricted to the personal
level on most occasions.
Discussion
In the context of an increasing proportion of young men from BAME back-
grounds incarcerated in England and Wales (see Lammy 2017; Ministry of
Justice 2018), the accounts of their primary caregivers have rarely been under-
stood by scholars of race and ethnicity. For young men in prison, whom typi-
cally are without stable intimate partners (see Phillips 2012; Qasim 2018)
primary caregivers and mothers especially, operate as important sources of
support. Yet, the lives of caregivers are intimately shaped through these
modes of secondary contact with the justice system. For Caribbean and
West African communities, there have been politically entrenched associ-
ations with the criminal justice system since the 1960s (see Gilroy 1987;
Solomos 2003). However, it is also important to note that South Asian commu-
nities have experienced increased numbers of Asian young men imprisoned,
especially since the 2000s (see Bhui 2010; Qasim 2018).
Our findings indicate that in a context where racial injustice and disparities
in the prison population have been readily debated, caregiver accounts rarely
focussed on these issues. One possibility for this absence of critique is that the
pride that comes with being a parent (and even more evident among single
parents) instils a strong code of self-responsibility (see Elliott and Reid 2016).
Subsequently, focussing on issues such as the politics of racial profiling as
explanations for the young men’s criminalization risks reducing agency of
caregivers. Implicit in several of the interviews (especially among Black
mothers) was a commitment to protecting their sons from dangers in their
communities, including all kinds of efforts to reduce these risks from materi-
alizing (e.g. investment in sports and hobbies, holidays, even to moving chil-
dren out of the neighbourhood to live with relatives further afield). Through
practices of being protective and trying to prevent their sons from getting
in to trouble, we find close linkages with Elliott’s definition of “intensive
mothering’ – a concept employed to describe the parenting behaviours of
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Black mothers in the USA (see Elliott and Reid 2016; Elliott, Powell, and
Brenton 2015). We find that “intensive mothering” is central for many Black
Caribbean and West African mothers, in particular, who came under scrutiny
for their perceived “failure” to prevent their male children from becoming
involved in crime. As Elliott and Aseltine (2013) argue, these modes of inten-
sive mothering should be situated in a socioeconomic context that positions
mothers as responsible for teaching their teenager children to make respon-
sible decisions, within often challenging social conditions. Following the
concept of “diasporic identities” (see Brah 1996), we have further shown
how some parents noted clashes with their own conceptions of upbringing
overseas. These examples of diasporic parenting identity exert additional par-
enting pressures for some caregivers to resolve when their children engage in
offending.
As illustrated in other studies using different samples (see Braman 2004;
Condry 2007; Sturges and Hanrahan 2011), we demonstrate how caregivers
(especially mothers) experienced shame because of the crimes and punish-
ment of the young men. But in terms of research, the application of shame
to ethnic identity, and through the concept of “cultural shaming” has been
rare. We highlight differences between our BAME samples in the effects of cul-
tural shaming. An important discussion has been the intersection of race,
gender and shame, which helped explain how mothers experienced forms
of gendered and cultural inequalities due to their association of having a
son incarcerated. As Tonsing and Barn (2017) argue “shame wields a powerful
and controlling influence” (13), operating to instil a sense of fear and margin-
alization through gendered and cultural norms. South Asian mothers tended
to experience forms of shame because of a perceived failure to conform to
expectations of being “traditional Muslim women” and therefore were
excluded (or perceived exclusion) from those in their immediate communities
(see Gilbert et al. 2007; Toor 2009; Abass, Reeves, and Raikes 2016). For Black
mothers, these effects of cultural shaming were different, however, with
shame focussed more on race than religion. Here, questions around the
alleged competencies as mothers featured, as opposed to adherence to cul-
turally prescribed standards of religious faith and gender.
With difficulties coming to terms with the aftermath of a young man being
sent to prison, faith and religion acted as crucial modes of coping for BAME
caregivers. These outcomes broadly reflect the role of faith as a practice
used especially by BAME families to make sense of personal problems and
to cope with the aftermath of adverse situations (see Mattis 2002; Taylor, Chat-
ters, and Levin 2003). In a similar form to studies of family members coping
mechanisms following the loss of relatives to homicides (see Sharpe and
Boyas 2011; Bailey et al. 2013), we find spirituality to be important for
helping caregivers to derive meaning from their loss. By utilizing spirituality,
the trauma of seeing a child go to prison is recast as a divine plan (i.e.
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God’s plan, or similar such framing), thereby operating to reduce their own
personal control of the situation. This finding could be interpreted as in
conflict with the concept of “intensive mothering”, which instead of reducing
personal control, instead recognizes the opposite – the importance of care-
givers taking control as a key aspect of their parental (and ethnic) identity.
It is possible that following the prison sentence that parents reconceptualized
their own parental identities, emphasizing efforts to help their children avoid
delinquency, while also reflecting at the same time on the seeming failure to
prevent their children’s path into prison. Spirituality may thus operate, in part,
as a subtle effort from caregivers to absolve self-blame by recasting problems
to a broader set of divine forces.
While our paper has analysed accounts of 24 BAME primary caregivers, we
note the scarcity of studies that have examined these groups within a youth
justice context. Our sample is not without its limitations, with other research
developing larger samples, using a mixture of qualitative and quantitative
designs, being a welcome addition to the literature on the familial effects of
crime and incarceration. The importance of examining race outside of a US
context is also important because of different histories of immigration and
colonialism. Further examining the broader properties of these racial dispar-
ities in the domestic sphere of parents and families more generally are key
areas for researchers to address. In a neo-liberal climate where repeated racia-
lized stereotypes about the deficits of parenting in certain population groups
(see Allen and Taylor 2012) are closely connected with questions of youth
crime, accounts that provide greater nuance and critique to these perspec-
tives are vital.
The story of these BAME primary caregivers is another example of the
burgeoning category of family members connected to prisoners – a
group who like so many other relatives are left by the state to manage
the consequences of prior offending and incarceration with few, if any
modes of social support (Braman 2004; Condry 2007). The pervading and
intensified effects of racial disparities seen in the USA as a cornerstone of
mass incarceration (Wacquant, Slater, and Pereira 2014; Harry-Perry 2011)
are numerically unprecedented as far as comparisons with any other
nation go. Yet, with 45 per cent of the youth prison population comprising
of those from a BAME background (Ministry of Justice 2018), scholars should
be attentive to the changing ethnic composition of youth imprisonment in
England and Wales, and the broader impact this has on primary caregivers
among other family members.
Notes
1. One case was coded as missing due to several variables containing incomplete
information.
ETHNIC AND RACIAL STUDIES 189
2. The sample also included one participant from Eastern Europe who defined her
religion as Muslim.
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